reviewed 52 studies that looked at psychological impairment in disaster victims, summarizing the characteristics of the victim population, the disaster, and the type of psychopathology. They found that the number of deaths correlated with higher rates of psychopathology, with women being somewhat more vulnerable to post-disaster-related distress. Significantly higher impairment estimates were found for naturally caused disasters, as opposed to those caused, at least in part, by humans; other studies have contested this finding (3) . Forty-seven percent of all subjects showed some form of post-disaster psychopathology, with the highest prevalence rates being recorded for general anxiety, followed by impairments such as phobias, somatic or alcohol-related concerns, and depression. They also reported that the effect of disaster on psychopathology diminished over time (2) . Other risk factors identified for disaster-related psychopathology include closeness of the relationship, belief that the deaths could have been prevented (4), age (younger persons having greater difficulty coping than older persons) (5), lack of interpersonal and material resources, the number of times families needed to move to temporary housing (6) , and concurrent stressors (7) .
Some investigators have examined community disaster responses from a bereavement perspective. Weisman's concept of "an untimely death" applies to the experience of disaster-related bereavement, with survivors mourning three kinds of untimely death: premature (disasters do not discriminate between the young and the old), unexpected, and calamitous (8) . Murphy reported that amongst the bereft following the Mount Saint Helen's volcano eruption, the mental distress reported at one year was the best predictor of mental distress up to three years later (9) . This same study reported that the importance of the deceased person to the survivor was the best predictor of one-year post-disaster recovery, and that lack of social support was a
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B y now these horrific images have become all too familiar: a wall of angry water and, in its wake, mounds of rubble, tattered remnants of tropical paradises where tourists once lounged, bloated bodies, and death on a scale beyond imagination. Sometime on the morning of December 26, 2004, a massive earthquake occurred on the ocean's floor, off the western coast of the Indonesian island of Sumatra (1). The geological facts are much easier to take in than the scope of human loss that followed.
Two plates of the earth's crust, the Indian plate and the Burma plate, normally grind against each other, causing stress to build between them as one plate pulls down on the other. The Indian plate usually moves north at a pace of six centimeters each year, or about twice the rate at which a fingernail grows (1). Just after Christmas this year, 30 kilometers below the ocean's surface, stresses that had gradually been building suddenly forced about 1,200 kilometers of the Burma plate to snap upward by about 15 meters. This sudden shift caused water to move up and down, resulting in waves that spread in all directions at speeds nearing 800 kilometers per hour (1) . Within six waves, nearly 300,000 souls-across Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania, Malaysia, and the Maldives-perished. Millions of others faced catastrophic losses, while the world bore witness and grieved.
Although these basic geological facts of the Asian tsunami are well within intellectual grasp, the enormity of its psychological and spiritual aftermath seem beyond comprehension. While a great deal is known about individual grief, less is known about the phenomenology of global sorrow following catastrophic loss. Most attempts to document this phenomenon consist of studies that track the prevalence of individual psychiatric morbidity amongst victims, or examine predictor variables that may influence outcomes. Rubonis and Bickman (2), for example, significant predictor of depression. A lingering sense that the death might have been preventable also foretold an intense and prolonged grieving process (10) .
Beyond the influence a disaster has on those immediately affected-usually described in terms of individual psychological vulnerability Or grief-is it possible to characterize a vicarious, global grief response? Two planes slam into the World Trade Center; gunmen open fire on a group of children in Beslan; an earthquake erupts in Mexico City; a tidal wave devastates South Asia. These events, and worldwide reaction to these events, provide a context to describe a phenomenology of global sorrow. Ironically, the physical events of the tsunami provide a metaphor, which approximates the process of this collective grief.
Global sorrow usually begins with a sudden event, preceded by a collective sense of calm and stability. Human expectations are largely based on stable patterns of experience or pre-?ictable rhythms of daily life. Such predictabilIty establishes a seemingly stable psychological landscape, allowing individuals and communities to plan for the future, make long-term commitments, and organize life based on the notion of permanence. Little seems to change day to day and, while small changes may be occurring all of the time, the psychological equivalent of six centimeters per year is barely noticeable. Then, like the fault line at the ocean's floor, there is an abrupt shift and the world is never the same. At an individual level, these shifts are an inevitable fact of life-one discovers a lump, the test results are bad, a loved one dies. At a global level, our collective psychological landscape is disrupted when world events upset the illusion of stability or permanence. This disruption of What Vaillant called "psychic homeostasis" can influence an individual or community reaction to an event when it exceeds their coping capacity and thus endangers them (11, 12) . Passenger planes can become weapons of mass destruction; children can be slaughtered with seeming indifference; the earth itself can swallow us up with impunity. Events such as these are equivalent to a psychological earthquake, forcing a collective confrontation with a landscape that is less stable, less predictable, and, ultimately, less safe than previously held.
Like the tidal wave itself, the wave of grief generated by this calamitous shift reaches far beyond the epicentre. In modern times, the moment-to-moment, mind-numbing details of a disaster are readily transmitted around the planet. In fact, the likelihood of experiencing collective loss seems to be proportionate to the availability and extensiveness of media coverage. Exposure to details about the victims increases the likelihood of being preoccupied and having intrusive thoughts about them, while television exposure to a disaster has been associated with postdisaster distress reactions (13) (14) (15) . The disaster literature describes this type of coverage as a form of indirect or secondary exposure.
As these images of disaster penetrate our collective consciousness, the psychological effects of vicarious grief begin to manifest themselves. For example, it appears that the dynamic of identificationwith the victim is a powerful mediator of response, predisposing to disaster-focused stress. After September 11, 2001, Wayment described "vicarious victims" who perceived "real or imagined similarity" to actual victims; they identified with victim experiences, despite being physically removed from the scene of the falling towers, having no connection with any victims, and not being in a helping profession (16) . Yet, these individuals reported feeling similar to those who died. A feature of this identification dynamic appears to be the very ordinary circumstance of the disaster setting itself. One can imagine waking up to board an early morning flight; dropping off children for their first day of school; lounging about a tropical beach paradise. It is the ordinariness of these pre-disaster settings which makes the issue of identification both powerful and ubiquitous; "but for chance, it could have been me."
This initial reaction, in turn, can lead to various other community responses. For example, Armenian-American adolescents were followed after a massive earthquake in Soviet Armenia in December 1988 (17) . Their responses included hectic activities; group pressure to accelerate helping efforts; catastrophe-fortified group cohesion; strengthened communal values; survival guilt, including feeling that only the dead are pure, and it is, therefore, impure and an insult to the dead to have survived (17, 18) . Reaching out or egoistic altruism, such as giving money or blood, helps to alleviate disaster-focused stress over time (19) . In the case of overwhelming loss, giving can stave off an overwhelming sense of impotence and futility, as well as make one feel a sense of cohesion with a community joined in tragedy.
Does global sorrow briefly raise planetary consciousness and connectedness around our shared sense of fragility and humanity? Like any experience of loss, there are times when it can be faced, and other times when its intensity will see us turn away, attempt to move on, or even pre-• tend that the world is the same place as before disaster struck. Sadly, less readily imaginable chronic calamities-poverty, persistent environmental crisis, pandemics-make such disengagement both easier and more tempting (20) . The disproportionate philanthropic response to imaginable, as compared to unimaginable disasters would appear to support this distinction. With loss and need going hand in hand, the nature of global sorrow clearly bears further examination. While palliative care claims expertise in issues related to death and bereavement, its role in assuaging global sorrow has yet to be defined. While nothing can retrieve the dead, we, the living, must try to understand, articulate, and process how these losses affect us individually and as a global community.
